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Abstract
The highly Anglicized cannon of literature found in American high schools, combined
with an antiquated and oversimplified literacy pedagogy, is leaving students disengaged and
lacking a nuanced understanding of the literature. Consequently, intermediate and novice
learners fail to develop proficient comprehension of assigned materials. This is due to two
significant problems: (1) a lack of culturally relevant pedagogy and cultural responsiveness, and
(2) a lack of historical, social, and cultural schema. By examining and connecting sociocultural
theory, reader response theory, and schema theory, this project will create an instructional
framework to facilitate student engagement within an English language arts classroom. It will
also explore the scaffolding necessary within a unit of literacy instruction and novel study to
enhance literary and cultural comprehension. The framework will emphasize the importance of
building prior knowledge, while focusing on transferable skills through the emphasis of choice
and inquiry framed by essential questions. This will be accomplished through student-led
dialogic inquiry and metacognitive reflection, as well as the utilization of multiple literacies and a
diverse class library, to reflect our globalizing and digitizing society and promote student praxis.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
Currently, many secondary students are struggling to view themselves as readers,
actively engage with texts, or comprehend the nuances of the language due to their lack of
historical, social, and cultural background knowledge and context (O’Brien et al., 2008). The
prevalent model of literacy pedagogy in the United States, the autonomous model, views
literacy as one’s automatic ability to recognize words through decoding skills that synthesize
phonemic, orthographic, lexical, syntactic, and semantic components (Alvermann, 2008).
However, this simplistic view of literacy negates many factors, beyond automatic denotative
word recognition, such as one’s background knowledge and culture. Instead, the ideological
model considers how social and cultural components impact connotative meaning that can be
lost on students without the appropriate or relevant background experiences or knowledge to
bridge the gap between word recognition and comprehension (Alvermann, 2008). Often,
students labeled as struggling readers encounter texts, within the classroom, that leave them
disconnected or unmotivated due to their social and cultural backgrounds misaligning with the
language or purpose of the literature (O’Brien et al., 2008). The current autonomous model of
teaching literacy emphasizes a hegemonic power structure that fails to embrace, encourage, or
empathize with the diverse cultures within the classroom (Barron et al., 2021). As a result, many
of these students develop low perceptions of their ability to comprehend and engage with texts,
which creates a cyclical effect in which they lose self-esteem in their reading proficiency, and fail
to engage and learn from future readings (O’Brien et al., 2008). While this is clearly detrimental
to the populations underrepresented in the literary canon, the Anglo middle-class mainstream
also loses the opportunities to become more culturally literate in a globalizing world (Ticknor et
al., 2020).
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Significance
When literacy is viewed as a basic skill, in which classroom instruction and practices are
standardized to a cognitive psychology approach, placing an overarching value on an individual
student’s autonomous ability to phonetically and denotatively read words, many are left without
the implicit and explicit cognitive, economic, social, and cultural benefits of literacy (Street,
2016). Learning, and more specifically literacy, is a social construct impacting both the input and
output of knowledge. The ability to engage with the nuances of language and literature with
others develops self-understanding and consciousness, especially within differing, and often
conflicting social and cultural perspectives (Moje et al., 2009). Language reflects how different
cultures organize and categorize shared experiences (Smith, 2012). These experiences, related
in literature, can impact an individual’s understanding of their identity in a categorical way of
socially deliberating similarities and differences as identical or nonidentical, challenging how
individuals comprehend text and interact with the world around them (Moje et al., 2009). The
dominating autonomous and skills based approach fails to recognize that literacy varies with
social and cultural contexts, norms and discourses.
The problem is then rooted in the inherent relationship of power, knowledge, and literacy
(Street, 2016). Freire (1984) explains that, “a literate person is aware of the impact of social,
cultural, and political realities on his or her life and has power to interpret and manipulate
various forms of verbal language” (as cited in McMillan, et al., 2012, p.33). In the 2008 election,
the U.S. Census Bureau reported that only 63% of registered voters turned out. However, when
that data is extrapolated by level of education, and therefore literacy, the disparity of power is
apparent, as only 39.4% of those with less than a high school education voted as compared to
the 77% of college graduates and 82.7% of people with advanced degrees (McMillan, et al.,
2012). Civic engagement and participation can be directly tied to diverse literacy opportunities,
or lack thereof, in schools. Graduation rates have been steadily increasing since the 1980s from
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nearly 77% to 86% when looking at all races. This can be correlated with similar literacy rates
which rose 11 points between 1999 and 2008 according to evidence from the NAEP (Murnane,
2013). This change can be partially attributed to schools beginning to implement standardsbased grading reforms, which, while working within the framework of federally mandated
standards, place more of a focus on giving students full credit for what they know while taking
into account multiple intelligences, learning styles, and life experiences; removing behavioral
and disposition standards from the grade; and repurposing the role of homework as formative
(O’Connor, 2018). This paradigm shift in grading for learning has shown literacy and
performance improvements as compared to schools that are still resorting to “drill and kill”
instruction, only aimed at raising standardized test scores instead of actual literacy competency
(Murnane, 2013). This quantitatively standardized form of literacy promotes academic
conformity, instead of an actual pursuit of knowledge, which disempowers the minority voice,
and “in this sense, schooled literacy is anti-democratic [because] diverse perspectives go
unheard and undiscussed” (McMillan et al., 2012, p. 42). Teaching to a standardized test is
clearly detrimental to individual students, if not democracy as a whole. However, an overtly
standardized education also explains why, while the theory of standards-based grading shows
improvement, it still cannot bridge inequitable literacy gaps.
When conformity is the priority in literacy, and mirrored in the student population, dropout rates increase by 39% in schools predominantly African American or Latino (Eaton, 2010).
When students are standardized to fill in bubbles on test sheets correctly, they miss out on
literacy skills that are formative in molding an engaged citizen who values their civic duty,
creativity, ethics, wisdom, teamwork, and common sense. This is one facet that creates what
Kelly Gallagher has named, readicide, in which less than 14% of low-income students are
reading at grade level (Gallagher, 2007). If literacy pedagogy remains an autonomous skill, in
which texts and teaching are hegemonic and standardized, socially specific features found in
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literature will remain buried for many students, and the history and cultural identities will be
delegitimized (Street, 2016). Instead, when an ideological model of literacy is adopted within the
classroom, in which context, identity, history, and culture become part of the practice of
engaging literature, students are more likely to find their identity as lifelong learners and civic
participants (Street, 2016).
Background
While the history of literacy pedagogy and programs have spanned over 100 years,
there has always been competing priorities associated with ideological viewpoints, commercial
interests, and political allegiances (Soler, 2016). Early on, reading practices and texts were
rooted in religion and nationalism, which fostered curricula that viewed reading as a “neutral
psychosocial phenomenon, divorced from surrounding cultural practices” (Soler, 2016, p. 425).
By creating a focus point on ideology, the teacher guidebooks were published to standardize
reading and communication pedagogy through culturally normed texts. Since this point, political
agendas have viewed reading as an individual performance that must be quantitatively
measured for proficiency. This politicization also sparked decades of debates over what was the
most efficient method of teaching literacy, which in turn created a market for the commercial
publishing of texts, programs, curricula, and tests (Soler, 2016). As a result, many of the
accepted, published programs support a bottom-up synthetic model that prioritizes textdecoding and therefore the autonomous model of literacy (Soler, 2016).
This ideological, commercial, and political standardization of literacy pedagogy was
exacerbated when in 1983 A Nation at Risk was published, and began a movement to create
federal standards, with the claim that the nation was at risk due to the growing mediocrity within
the school system (Marshall, 2008). It used charged rhetoric to place blame on American
schooling for any economic vulnerabilities, and through Reagan’s administration made
educational reform a non-partisan measure. However, while they presented data showing
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“functional illiteracy” among many of America’s students, especially among minority students,
Berliner and Biddle (1995) proved that much of the original evidence was questionable at best.
There have been inherent tensions between the production of standards, pedagogy, and
purpose since the debate started. Cultural politics took over the debate through E.D. Hirsch’s
(1987) Cultural Literacy, Allan Bloom’s (1987) The Closing of the American Mind, and William
Bennett’s (1987) proclamation that teachers need “to inculcate a ‘moral literacy’ in their students
because those students ‘need reliable standards for deciding what should be priced and what
should be shunned’” (as cited in Marshall, 2008, p. 116). This standardization of ideology and
methodology in literacy allowed for the hegemonic power to control meanings, ethics, and
definitions of proficiency, negating and delegitimizing individual identity, culture, or experiences
(Street, 2016).
Quantitative reductionism has propagated literacy instruction, in the name of scientific
research in education, undercutting professional knowledge and classroom autonomy (Soler,
2016). After decades of promoting the need for national standards on literacy and instruction,
the result was Bush’s No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and a proliferation of standardized test to
track proficiency. Unfortunately, this has promoted the autonomous model of reading, removed
the social aspect of learning, and helped to extinguish many adolescents’ intrinsic curiosity
(Gallagher, 2007). Many teachers have felt the pressure to teach to the test, creating a situation
in which students are reading fewer book to allow for more time for test prep; many schools
spend 20 percent less time on social studies, being one of the subjects underrepresented on
standardized tests; and some schools have cut electives, such as music and foreign languages,
for specific testing programs (Gallagher, 2007). Ironically, NCLB set out to ensure every
student in the United States could show reading proficiency by 2014, but instead, students are
experiencing readicide, have shown no gains in reading, and are in fact dropping further behind
other countries: from fourth highest scores in 2001 to tenth place in 2006 (Gallagher, 2007). The
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original task force assigned to create English language arts standards in 1993, which would
eventually become the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) admittedly, due to the
flawed governmental understanding of literacy and pedagogy, developed inherently inequitable
and highly undefined standards, which resulted in low-level literacy practices. Standardized
tests, which followed these national standards, “‘minimize teachers’ ability to engage in
reflective practice that is sensitive to the needs of individual students’... [and they] ‘endorse
narrow definitions of reading that work against, rather than support, efforts to raise standards
and improve students’ learning opportunities’” (Marshall, 2008, p. 121).
These results stem from the inherent inequities and biases found within the literacy data.
Test scores vary depending on race and ethnicity, parental education, and socioeconomic.
African American and Hispanic students have consistently scored lower than non-Hispanic
white students since the 1980s (Grodsky et al., 2008). The NAEP found further data inequities
with students with college-educated parents outscoring those with parents that dropped out of
high school by 40 points in reading by age 17 (Grodsky et al., 2008). However, the greatest
indicator of academic achievement and inequity comes from the economic status of the
student’s household. There is an inherent disadvantage for students that have not had the
economic opportunities to gain prior knowledge through experiences, impacting their overall
school experience, as well as their reading and comprehension skills (Gideon et al., 2020).
These students often “come to school with a lack of resources such as emotional, relational,
physical, and knowledge of informal or hidden rules...[which] not only affects student academic
achievement, but also increases the likelihood of students dropping out of school” (Gideon et
al., 2020, p. 34). These biases help create inaccurate and incomplete literacy data coming from
the many state and federally mandated standardized tests, that are informing and negatively
impacting classroom level instruction.
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Even since the 1970s, research by Noam Chomsky and those in the field of
psycholinguistics, have studied and published on how one learns language, which directly
contradicts the standardized, autonomous model (Soler, 2016). Comprehension is not so much
tied to identifying and understanding the arbitrary marks on the page, but instead the
relationship between text, experience, and society. Frank Smith (2012) explains:
Every time a reader sees a new word, something new is likely to be learned about the
identification and meaning of words. Every time a new text is read, something new is
likely to be learned about reading different kinds of text. (p. 227)
A reader must connect their personal experiences, their experiences with texts, and their
experiences with others to comprehend the nuances of the language set out in a written work.
Literacy is not an independent and autonomous act. Comprehension instead requires social and
cultural perspectives, which involve participation, interaction, and relationships between people
to allow them to better make sense of the text, but more importantly, themselves, others, and
the world (Moje et al., 2009). From the psycholinguist vantage point, “tests are primarily a
bureaucratic tool. They are devised and dispensed for a variety of administrative and political
reasons to categorize children and to evaluate teacher. But no reading test ever helped a child
learn to read. And there is nothing in tests themselves to indicate why a child might not be
succeeding in learning to read (Smith, 2012). Standardized tests have been an ineffective and
inefficient tool to gain data that is largely flawed in evaluating literacy, and worse, have
contributed to perpetuating the politicization of education. With more recent reviews of the
psycholinguist approach and ideological approach, there is a movement away from skills-based
techniques, and an emphasis on “literacy as a social practice rooted in cultural, socioeconomic
differences” (Soler, 2016, p. 431).
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Statement of Purpose
The purpose of the project is to create a unit plan to address students’ engagement and
comprehension of literature by building historical and cultural context, facilitating dialogic inquiry,
and creating extended literacy opportunities. In a secondary world literature class, there are
multiple units revolving around a central text or novel used to expand students’ exposure and
knowledge about a specific world culture. This project will focus on a unit working with the novel,
The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini. The unit will build background knowledge and history of
the language, religion, and culture, and themes before the novel is read. This will be done
through the use of lecture with explicit information, visual literacy and music, as well as short
stories. During the reading of the novel, students will participate in Socratic Seminars, engaging
in dialogue about the plot, personal and world connections, and essential questions
emphasizing universal and transferable themes: How do authors use the resources of language
to impact the audience? What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between
people? How does an individual’s response to injustice reveal his/her morals, ethics, and
values? How do people find redemption? Does redemption require forgiveness? They will also
be working in groups to explore and visually analyze the poetry of Rumi, and they will
independently choose expository texts to build their understanding of the Taliban and their role
in the current history of Afghanistan. The final project will include a visual representation with a
narrative style reflection, answering one of the essential questions and how they came to that
conclusion through the text, their connections and experiences, and their dialogues with other
students. These projects will be presented in small, peer-led discussion groups to facilitate a
conclusive dialogue around their chosen focus. In addition, there will be related novels available
and presented to the students as an extension opportunity, for those that want to engage further
in the themes and cultures. This project will be specifically designed for an honors English 11
class, however, the overall concept of creating a novel study composed of building explicit
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background knowledge, allowing for dialogic inquiry and Socratic Seminars, and offering
extended reading options could frame most secondary reading units.
Objectives
Students will understand [that]:


Language reflects culture.



Religious, political, cultural, physical, and socio-economic factors can create imbalances
of power between people.



Ethics and morals transcend region and culture.



An individual’s personal and often impulsive responses to injustices can cause guilt and
regret, while creating an opportunity for reflection, maturation, and a better
understanding of their own ethics, morals, and values.



Even ethically driven individuals struggle to deal appropriately with injustices.



Redemption is found within an individual.



People need to forgive themselves to find true redemption and happiness.

Students will know:


How to determine multiple themes of a text, and analyze their development over the
course of the text.



How to analyze word choice, and notice the cultural impact of the integration of Dari and
Pashto language in an English text.



How to use context to determine the definition and connotation of unknown or difficult
words.



How narrative organization can impact themes and create pathos.



How to use informational texts to better understand complex cultural ideas in a fictional
novel.



How to promote and engage in civil, democratic discussions.
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How to propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that probe
reasoning and evidence.



How to respond in a literary discussion by synthesizing comments, claims, and
evidence.



The definition of irony and how it is used in narrative.

Students will be able to:


Identify multiple themes through textual evidence.



Define connotation, and determine the impact of diction and word choice in a
multicultural text.



Compare multiple texts to better understand complex thematic ideas or cultural
differences.



Engage in whole class and small group Socratic seminars.



Synthesize comments, claims, connections, and evidence into a class discussion.



Reflect on their peers’ and their own contribution in a class discussion.



Reflect on their strengths and weaknesses when preparing for, and engaging in a class
discussion.



Synthesize textual evidence (informational and narrative) and dialogic evidence to
evaluate and answer essential questions.



Identify irony, and how it contributes to meaning.



Use textual evidence and close reading techniques to create characterizations.
Definition of Terms

Autonomous Model: The literacy model most prevalent in American schools. It views literacy
as a neutral process, that assumes a universal set of reading and writing skills, and proficiency
is based on one’s automatic ability to recognize words through decoding skills that synthesize
phonemic, orthographic, lexical, syntactic, and semantic components (Alvermann, 2008).

11
Background/Prior knowledge: “Relevant knowledge already possessed that reduces
uncertainty in advance and facilitates identification decisions” (Smith, 2012, p. 329).
Cognitive Psychology Approach: Another term for the autonomous model of literacy, which
places an “emphasis on classroom practices and sees systematic letter sequences, phonics, or
syllabic construction as essential for all learners” (Street, 2016, p. 336).
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: “A teaching approach to recognize, tap into, and build on
[racial minority] students’ home cultural knowledge, prior leaning, and familiar points of
reference” (Dong, 2017, p. 144).
Dialogic Inquiry: An emphasis of dialogue within a classroom, decentralizing the teacher’s role
as expert, allowing for instructional conversations to be held in small groups or as a whole class,
facilitated by teachers and often lead by students, to create an inquiry based educational
environment (Wells, 1999).
Ideological Model: This literacy model subsumes the autonomous model, while simultaneously
considering how social and cultural components impact connotative meaning that can be lost on
students without the appropriate or relevant background experiences or knowledge to bridge the
gap between word recognition and comprehension (Alvermann, 2008).
Praxis: Paulo Freire’s argument for dialogic inquiry as “reflection and action upon the world in
order to transform it” (as cited in Roberts, 1998, p. 104).
Psycholinguistics: “An area of common concern in psychology and linguistics studying how
individuals learn and use language” (Smith, 2012, p. 329).
Readicide: “The systematic killing of the love of reading, often exacerbated by the inane, mindnumbing practices found in schools” (Gallagher, 2009, p. 2).
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Reader Response Theory: A theory developed by Louise Rosenblatt in 1978, in which she
argues that meaning of a text can never be in any definitive form due to the way readers
interpret it by their prior knowledge, experiences, personal connections, and current purpose for
engaging with it (Wells, 1999).
Schema Theory: A reader’s schema, or their organized knowledge of the world, provides and
creates the bias for comprehending, learning, and remembering the ideas in texts (Anderson,
1984).
Social Constructivist Theory: A theory developed by Lev Vygotsky, creating an alternative to
the teacher centric classroom, in which students engage in dialogue and co-construction of
knowledge (Wells, 1999).
Sociocultural Theory: A theory developed by Vygotsky, and related to but distinct from social
constructivism, emphasizes that self-transformation and cultural identity are shaped by
mediating artifacts consumed within a social context (Marginson, et al., 2017).
Transferable Skills: The long-term aim of education is for students to take what they have
learned in on context (academic) and use it in another (real-world), on their own (Wiggins,
2011).
Scope and Limitations
This project will specifically be targeting high school students in a world literature class,
through the creation of a singular unit over The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini. It will provide
prerequisite background knowledge of the language, culture, religion, and history of
Afghanistan. There will also be a focus and reflection on the Islamic belief and practice of
Sufism and mysticism through a multi-literacy study including music, visuals, interviews, short
stories, and poetry. This unit is based on diverse options for literacy, as well as choice and
inquiry, allowing students to choose the essential question they will base their study of The Kite
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Runner on, which will then conclude with a visual creation and narrative reflection on what
answer they found and how they arrived there. As a large portion of the unit relies on studentlead Socratic Seminars, clear expectations and norms must be established to ensure the
reading and preparation is completed before class, respect is shown during the discussion, all
students have an equal opportunity to participate, and the purpose and skill of active listening is
established. While this project is based on a specific four-week unit of study, the theories and
practices built into it are meant to become part of the larger curriculum for a literature course,
and could adapted to any novel study in a secondary setting.
One significant limitation to this specific unit, is the book chosen for it. As of 2017, The
Kite Runner was the fourth most challenged book according to the American Library
Association. To gain student buy-in, books with current and relevant content are essential;
however, many of the novels dealing with diverse people and difficult themes are often
challenged by parents and/or banned by school boards. Another issue, especially when
considering and building the prerequisite information students need to engage with the culture
and history of a text, requires individual teacher research, planning, and background knowledge
of the topics presented in the novel. This research then extends to finding additional text-sets
and visual and digital literacies to support and extend those ideas. In the scope of offering
additional texts and novels, especially when considering extension opportunities, this can be
limited by resources. A class library is imperative to an English and literature class, but can be
cost prohibitive. This often requires a generous building or district budget, parent and student
charity, or classroom grant opportunities. Additionally, this framework is meant for a novel study,
which may require curricular flexibility, when considering many districts are moving to
guaranteed viable curriculums mapped out and scripted by text books that often include short
text selections or abridged readings.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
At the secondary level, most students are able to read proficiently, according to the
narrowly defined autonomous model of literacy, recognizing and decoding words; however, they
are unable to actively engage with and comprehend many of the texts they are tasked to read
(Alvermann, 2008). This is predominately due, according to the ideological model of literacy, to
their lack of historical, social, and cultural background knowledge essential to comprehending
the larger purpose and context of a given text, and therefore, learning from it and engaging with
it (O’Brien et al., 2008). This project is then aimed at building novel studies focused on growing
students’ social, cultural, and historical knowledge to better comprehend a wide range of texts.
The strategies for building and enhancing students’ prior knowledge and comprehension skills
are informed by the sociocultural theory, reader-response theory, and schema theory. The
literature review will then look at the scaffolding necessary within a unit of literacy instruction
and novel study of building prior knowledge, focusing and enhancing transferable knowledge
and skills through emphasis of choice and inquiry framed around essential questions, using
frequent student lead dialogic inquiry, acknowledging the importance of metacognition and
reflection, utilizing multiple literacies, and creating extension opportunities through a diverse
class library.
Theoretical Framework
Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky was the first modern psychologist to suggest that the mechanisms that allow
culture to become part of a person’s nature were socially constructed, and that “consciousness
is co-knowledge” (Marginson, et al., 2017, p. 118). Vygotsky argued that “’individual
development was rooted in society and culture’ [and] changes in society enable changes in
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human consciousness and behavior” (Marginson, et al., 2017, p. 118). Those societal changes
are constructed through the social interaction with historical artifacts, including literature,
defining culture as, according to Cole and Engestrom (1993) “’history in the present’” (as cited in
Marginson, et al., 2017, p. 119). Vygotsky’s ontology dictates that self-transformation and
cultural identity are shaped by mediating artifacts consumed within a social context (Marginson,
et al., 2017). In this sense, personal development is not linear, but instead is cyclical and
spiraling, as individuals’ zone of proximal development incrementally progresses through the
dynamic relationship between internal and external schematic changes (Marginson, et al.,
2017). The ZPD, according to Vygotsky (1978), is “the distance between the actual
development as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers” (Eun, 2019). This ZPD, while often discussed in an academic and
pedagogical sense, is directly tied to a child’s cultural development – which is not, in reality,
separate from academia. The social interaction with historical and cultural artifacts, often found
in an academic setting, with peer and professional mediators, allows students to culturally
develop on two planes: interpsychologically and intrapsychologically (Eun, 2019). This most
often occurs through Socratic dialogue, in which negotiation socially ensues between
participants in a teaching and learning process as they attempt to co-construct meaning and a
new understanding within themselves (Eun, 2019). Within a classroom:
mediation is included by the support of a more capable person and the verbal
interactions that occur between the participants in the zone… [and] only what is within
the very next developmental zone can be internalized via mediation from others, through
social interaction. (Eun, 2019, p. 20)
Once comprehension and new understandings are internalized, through this process of verbally
and socially interacting with artifacts, externalization can occur. As personal development is
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cyclical and progressive, so is culture. When the ZPD is strategically and repeatedly targeted
through socialization and mediation, students are able to use the internalized knowledge and
skills in a more reflective and conscious manner to “transform culture and give it a dynamic
quality” through externalization and creation (Eun, 2019, p. 22).
Schema Theory
A reader’s schema, or their organized knowledge of the world, provides and creates their
biases while comprehending, learning, and remembering the ideas in texts (Anderson, 1984).
Schema theory highlights the fact that often more than one interpretation of a text is possible. A
reader’s schema, which impacts their understanding of a text, is a unique cognitive identity that
depends upon their age, sex, race, religion, nationality, occupation, culture, previous
experiences, and background knowledge (Anderson, 1984). One’s schema also develops
through their social interactions, “’as all higher functions originate as actual relations between
human individuals’” (McVee, et al., 2005, p. 547). A reader’s schema, built through their culture,
experiences, and interactions, can provide scaffolding to help them better assimilate textual
information, allow them to better select and focus on important aspects of the text, make
appropriate inferences that go beyond the literal information within the text, help them recall
information in an efficient and orderly manner, and produce accurate and informative
summaries of text (Anderson, 1984). However, while the schema can help with all of these
aspects of comprehension, when a text is culturally loaded, a wide demographic of readers,
struggle to comprehend the intended message or make culturally logical inferences (Anderson,
1984). Within a classroom it is important to help students activate the appropriate schema that
they may already have internalized. Through that activation and assessment of background
knowledge, it is then the teacher’s responsibility to build the missing and necessary prerequisite
knowledge for the upcoming text, and then provide activities throughout the reading that lead
students to meaningfully integrate what they already know with what is presented on the printed
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page, and to provide organizers or structured overviews to help bridge the gap between what
the student already knows and what they need to know to be successful (Anderson, 1984). By
evaluating and acknowledging the different schemas within a classroom, teachers can adjust to
their students’ needs, and also allow a broader discussion of cultural differences and
interpretations between their students (Anderson, 1984). Schema, in isolation, impacts a
reader’s initial understanding of a text, however, within a group setting, it allows for a varied and
inclusive dialogue showing the living connection between the text and the reader (McVee, et al.,
2005).
Reader Response Theory
Rosenblatt (1978) theorized that reading is a “transactional process between the reader
and the text, in which the reader’s past experiences, beliefs, expectations and assumptions,
interacts with the perspectives in the text, and meaning is determined as a result of this
interaction” (Spirovska, 2019, p. 22). In this transaction, a text offers different “schematized
views” through which meaning can be realized and comprehended by an individual (Iser, 1972,
p. 279). Therefore, reader-response theory “views the text and reader interaction as mutually
dependent” (Spirovska, 2019, p. 23). The assumption is that, while the text presents a set of
predictable linguistic and conceptual patterns, it is the reader who is autonomously aware of
these referential stimuli, who then, according to the ideological model, constructs meaning
consciously and unconsciously depending on their schema (Spirovska, 2019). In this sense, the
reader holds the power to influence literary texts, as they interact with them. Reader-response
theory is important to consider when recognizing that the “purpose of literature programs in
elementary and secondary schools is to develop readers, not literary scholars and critics”
(Probst, 1994, p. 37). By allowing the student to take an active and engaged part in the reading
experience, the text must be presented as a work of art with the intention to guide the reader to
see, think, and feel their experiences through the context of the work. It is important that
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“meaning is created by readers as they bring the text to bear their own experiences, and their
own histories to bear upon the text” (Probst, 1994, p. 38). This is not to say that the literary
experience should not also include the teaching and learning about history, culture, genre, and
literary technique, but that there must be a balance between the explicit and implicit realms of
making meaning (Probst, 1994).
According to Thomas (1987), there are six stages to the developmental model of reading
within the reader-response theory: literal understanding, empathy, analogy, reflection, evolution,
and recognition. It is within these stages that a reader’s interest can move from emotional
closeness to reflective distance, which allows for the “deeper understanding of social and
ideological aspects of a text and the development of the interpretative strategies of the reader”
(Spirovska, 2019, p. 27). Allowing a student to develop as an intrinsically motivated reader,
opens up the opportunity for them to learn about themselves, learn about others, learn about
cultures and societies, learn about how texts operate to shape and manipulate thoughts and
emotions, learn how context shapes meaning, and learn how they metacognitively make
meaning out of literature (Probst, 1994). It is in the classroom, that activities to facilitate social
responses to texts through discussion, reflective writing, and comparisons to others texts and
experiences allow individuals to make meaning and build comprehension (Probst, 1994).
Research Review
Paulo Freire describes “the word” as having two dimensions, reflection and action, which
when working together, authentically, can transform the world (Freire, 2000). Through this
definition of praxis, Freire (2000) argues the larger purpose of literacy and education, which he
inclusively qualifies by stating that the word “is not a privilege of some few persons, but the right
of everyone” (p. 88). It is therefore the responsibility of schools, and the teachers within them, to
create an instructional framework that allows students to engage with the word, through text and
dialogue (Freire, 2000). Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe (2011) developed The Understanding
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by Design Guide to Creating High-Quality Unity, in which they outline the instructional
framework to effectively teach students how to make meaning by drawing valid inferences from
their prior knowledge and to then allow students to apply their learning and develop transferable
skills. Accordingly, teachers must first organize instruction by building prior knowledge, creating
opportunities for choice and inquiry through essential questions, utilizing the multiplicity of
literacy, and building extension opportunities through class libraries. This instructional
organization and framework facilitates student praxis through the dialogic and metacognitive
skills they can take back to the world to illicit change and transformation.
Prior Knowledge
The simple view of reading theory, which is often connected to the autonomous model,
is a formula demonstrating the widely accepted view that reading has two basic components:
word recognition and linguistic comprehension (R = D x C) (Cabell, et al., 2020). However, the
problem with this formula is based in the narrow view of linguistic comprehension (C), as
primarily vocabulary, syntax, and semantics. What is most frequently forgotten or ignored is the
key contributor to linguistic comprehension: the background knowledge a reader brings to the
text (Cabell, et al., 2020). In repeated studies it has been proven that “knowledge is a critical
component of literacy instruction. Without knowledge, learners struggle at every stage of the
reading process, from decoding to fluency to making higher level inferences” (Lupo, et al., 2019,
p. 513). Especially at the secondary level, where students can decode and understand most of
the vocabulary in a text, schema theorists have long argued that the lack of overall
comprehension is due to the gaps in their prior knowledge rather than their denotative
understanding of the language (Cabell, et al., 2020, p. 100).
There are currently three major contributors to the lack of prior knowledge and content
knowledge students are bringing with them into the classroom. First, the emphasis of science
and social studies content literacy, specifically in elementary schools, has been significantly
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undermined and cut (Cabell, et al., 2020). Second, the student population is diversifying, and
Language Learners (LL) are one of the fastest growing groups. In New York City alone, one in
seven public school students is LL (Dong, 2017). The often Eurocentric curriculum found in
many social studies and ELA classrooms negatively and disproportionately impact ethnically
and culturally diverse students. These students, as a result, become disengaged and are often
silenced by their lack of prior knowledge regarding the dominant culture found within the
classroom and curriculum (Dong, 2017, p. 144). Third, there has been a predominate focus
within classrooms to simply activate knowledge students already have, instead of systematically
building new knowledge through content-rich instruction (Cabell, et al., 2020). This process
integrates building content knowledge, providing access to challenging language and ideas,
motivating readers to read and write, and providing opportunities to read accessible texts (Lupo,
et al., 2019). Also, integrating a culturally relevant pedagogy, which is a teaching approach built
to investigate, recognize, and build onto students’ cultural knowledge, is necessary to engage
and involve all students within a culturally diverse classroom (Dong, 2017). Through the
inclusion of content alongside literacy standards, language skills are accelerated,
comprehension is improved, and learning from information found in the literature is more
permanently stored in long-term memory (Cabell, et al., 2020). This is all due to the fact that
“enhancing vocabulary and content knowledge simultaneously through content-rich ELA
instruction can have synergistic, positive effect on reading development because knowledge
and vocabulary work together to help a reader successfully construct meaning from text”
(Cabell, et al., 2020, p. 101).
Choice
While building prior knowledge and content knowledge is essential to comprehending
and learning from a text, it is simply a means, not an end. Facilitating student choice within a
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classroom redefines the position of the teacher from knowledge authority to learning guide
(Wolpert-Gawron, 2018). By decentralizing the teacher, the instruction is inherently
differentiated, allowing for student agency, choice, and learning (Wolpert-Gawron, 2018). That
agency, according to Patall, Cooper, and Robinson (2008), promotes engagement and
“enhances intrinsic motivation, effort, task performance, and perceived competence” (as cited in
Wolpert-Gawron, 2018, p. 5). When students make a conscious or unconscious psychological
investment in their learning, they become motivated beyond formal indicators of success, such
as grades, and strive for understanding, internalizing, and incorporating the knowledge and
skills into their lives (Seaver, 110).The overall effect of student choice within the classroom is
not simply academic, but also transferable, as students practice making decisions, negotiate
options, and advocate for their opinions, helping to develop students into citizens (WolpertGawron, 2018).
Inquiry
In correlation with student choice, developing a classroom based on inquiry allows
students to incorporate literacy skills with problem solving skills (Coffman, 2013). While this
structure originated in science education, allowing students to create and test hypotheses, the
transferable skill and practice of becoming actively involved in information discovery is a useful
application in any discipline, emphasizing content literacy and knowledge. This process allows
students to ask questions, read information, discover facts, build knowledge, and develop a
higher-order understanding of topics and ideas (Coffman, 2013). An inquiry based classroom
helps students develop procedural and social skills while differentiating their learning through a
question based approach (Abrams, 2008). This process allows students to collaboratively find
new knowledge gained through inquiry, and apply it in unique and relevant ways (Coffman,
2013).
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Essential Question
One way to guide students in a specific and thematic direction, while still emphasizing
choice and inquiry, is through the development of essential questions. This instructional strategy
pushes students to recognize that true learning is an active process, and cannot be passive, if
the acquired skills are to be transferable (Wiggins, et al., 2011). By building units around
essential questions, it shows students that inquiry is essential to education and intellectual
growth, clarifies and prioritizes the standards for the specific unit, provides transparency to
students, models metacognition, allows for interdisciplinary connections, and creates
differentiation (McTighe, 2013). The overall, long-term goal of education is to create students
who are questioners. In a modern, globalized, digitalized world, where information and
knowledge is quickly evolving, the ability to question is the key to meaningful learning and
intellectual achievements (McTighe, et al., 2013). This concept has been emphasized since
Plato’s Dialogues, in which Socrates reminds humanity to persist in asking questions because
“once we have learned to question – really question – then we are immunized from falling victim
to people who want us not to think too hard about what they say, be it politicians, advertisers, or
bullying associates” (McTighe, et al., 2013). The abilities to question, inquire, and advocate for
oneself are the overarching transferable and transformational skills found in education and
literacy.
Multiplicity of Literacy
While promoting student questions, choice, and inquiry, the sources students have
access to should be relevant to their digital and diverse world to best support their exploration
and discovery of new understanding and knowledge. Literacy, as a singular term, according to
the autonomous model, is assessed nationwide through standardized tests. Those assessments
found that only nine states reported that 80% of their readers were proficient or above: “can
synthesize the gist of what they read and draw some inferences, but students typically cannot
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extend ideas beyond the text, draw conclusions based on the text and their experiences in the
world, or critically evaluate author’s purpose and perspectives” (O’Brien, et al., 2008, p. 83).
However, a significant problem with this statistic is that students are not tested with a variety of
authentic reading situations that match their interests or background knowledge (O’Brien, et al.,
2008). For those that are deemed less than proficient, they are often labeled as reluctant or
aliterate readers, due to their disinterest and lack of engagement in the texts offered in schools
(O’Brien, et al., 2008). What is ironic about these terms is that 87% of 12-17 year olds use the
internet, inherently using literacy skills; though often visual, 57% of those adolescents can be
considered content creators, and 25% of those who walk into a public library are between the
ages of 12 and 18, which is directly correlated with the proliferation of children’s and young adult
fiction and nonfiction (O’Brien, et al., 2008). These statistics have less to do with illiteracy and
more to do with the need to expand the definition of literacy and the use of multiple and digital
literacies in the classroom.
In 1995, Brian Street laid the foundation for the ideological model as a critique to the
autonomous model. This theory “subsumes the autonomous model and simultaneously
incorporates an array of social and cultural ways of knowing that can account for seemingly
absent but always present power relations” (Alvermann, 2008, p. 16). The power relations in
this context refer to how people use and recognize others through words, images, sounds,
gestures, beliefs, clothing, et cetera. Five years after the publication of this model, New London
Group (2000) built off of this idea, by integrating the necessity for multiliteracies. It
acknowledges the need for the integration of multiple communication modes and methods, used
within a culturally diverse and globalized world, within the classroom as well (Alvermann, 2008).
This movement changed the singular autonomous model of literacy to a plural understanding of
multiple literacies. Through the integration of the implications of socioeconomic and power
differences between readers, and the need for multiple literacies, “social semiotic theory of
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multimodality…is concerned primarily with communication in its widest sense - visual, oral,
gestural, linguistic, musical, kinesthetic, and digital. It is a theory that attempts to explain how
people play a central role in making meaning” (Alvermann, 2008, p. 17). Literacy, as a larger
definition, is a lifelong continuum encompassing an individual’s, often social, experiences with
processing, interpreting, and often producing visual, audible, and written texts of all sorts
(Johannessen, et al., 65).
Class Libraries
A classroom library is a living resource for the evolving definition of literacy and the
expanding literary canon it is a visual model of the importance of literacy an independent
opportunity for inquiry, an academic extension, and a means for cultural responsiveness
(Henderson, et al., 2020). A visually stimulating and well organized class library is one of the
most important elements in creating an environment that can subconsciously and consciously
enhance a student’s desire to read and make that experience enjoyable (Allen, 2001). Two of
the most crucial aspects to curating a class library are considering how the library reflects the
racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity of the student population in the school, and determining
how to store the books in an easily accessible and aesthetic way (Henderson, et al., 2020).
Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) created the famous metaphor for describing children’s literature as
mirrors, a way to reflect a child’s world and experiences back to them; windows, which allow
readers to see into other people’s lives, cultures, and experiences; and sliding doors, as a way
for a reader to step into a character’s life through full immersion into textual world (Henderson,
et al., 2020). This metaphor expresses the importance of creating a culturally responsive library,
in which students make connections, build motivation and stamina, and in turn become more
proficient readers.
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McCullough (2008) also found, unsurprisingly, “that students’ reading comprehension
increased when reading culturally relevant materials” (Henderson, et al., 2020, p. 748). With this
in mind, a class library must by a dynamic extension of the traditional classroom to be
responsively inclusive. It must change with the students to offer a wide range of materials to
support and appeal to their needs, abilities, and interests; provide access to multiple forms of
literacy that reflect diverse perspectives and identities; and create opportunities for students,
teachers, and librarians to collaborate to increase choice and inquiry (Johnson, 2022). The way
in which the texts are displayed and organized must also be strategically considered to both
limit frustration when purposely looking for a book, and visually stimulate interest even when a
student is not actively searching for a text. The check-out system should also be of limited
hassle, and allow students to take books home to build the access, privilege, and responsibility
of caring for the book (Allen, 2001). A class library should be an extension opportunity for
students in which they can “experience literacy as liberation…Classroom libraries should be
spaces where children find affirmation, learn about others, engage in inquiry, read with criticality
and joy, fall in love with language, find comfort, rap into their radical imagination, and, ultimately,
freedom dream” (Johnson, 2022, p. 367).
Dialogic Inquiry
The link between knowledge and dialogue has been established and discussed
throughout the centuries by the most prominent philosophers ranging from Plato, Socrates,
Nietzsche, Marx, and Dewey (Hill, 2017). However, within this discussion, Paulo Freire, perhaps
the 20th century’s most influential pedagogical philosopher, best defines and emphasizes the
multifaceted role of dialogue within education. According to Roberts (1998), “knowing for Freire
is a permanent process of discovery – of searching, investigating, inquiring, and probing” (p.
99). Through that perpetual state of inquiry, an individual is able to find their way of being – their
humanity and morality – through their interaction with the world, and more specifically, through
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dialogue with others (Roberts, 1998). In connection with Rosenblatt’s (1978) reader response
theory, in which she argues that there is a “dynamic and reciprocal relationship between the
reader and the text” (Gasser, et al., 2022, p. 7), Freire also recognizes this transactional
relationship between each person and the world they interact with (Roberts, 1998). Through
academic dialogue, the text and the world are connected, as students enter into debate to better
understand the world, each other, and ultimately themselves.
The classroom, in this context, must be set-up to work towards dialogic praxis, which
Freire describes as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 2001,
p. 52). The traditional classroom, historically, has been grounded in a white, Anglo-Saxon,
European, colonial, hegemonic curriculum, which increasingly does not mirror the student
population (Cosantino, 2022). However, by decentralizing the role of the teacher, and allowing
disruptive discourse, students are able to interact with the text and each other to “name,
question, listen, and free [themselves] from oppressive scripts through dialogues, problemposing, reciprocal relations, and transformative actions” (Cosantino, 2022, p. 272). The
classroom can be reformatted to allow for authentic language, in which students participate in
speaking and listening, reflecting, and acting (Roberts, 1998). Allowing students to think
dialectically, teaches them to think critically, in which they are open to further questioning and
inquiry with an assuaged understanding that their current assumptions and biases could
potentially be altered or completely overturned (Roberts, 1998). When students are able to
communicate with each other, regarding a common topic or text, they enter into true dialogue,
authentic language, and what Freire would argue, as a “humanizing praxis” (Roberts, 1998, p.
107).
Literature, specifically, allows for the practice of authentic dialogue and praxis. Narrative
fiction is often highly complex and ambiguous, giving readers the opportunity to engage in
argumentative and critical dialogues exploring their perspectives to construct a balanced and

27
comprehensive understanding of the text (Gasser, et al., 2022). This teaches students, through
practice, to justify their interpretations, respectfully listen to others’ ideas, and develop an
openness and ability to accept and empathize with differing opinions and positions (Gasser, et
al., 2022). These literacy dialogues often mirror the real-life discussions they will enter into as
engaged citizens about sociomoral issues (Gasser, et al., 2022). Literacy and dialogue skills
support the sociomoral development of children as they extract and internalize a text’s moral
message, develop empathy through their immersion in a fictional social world, and practice
social reasoning through argumentative dialogues (Gasser, et al., 2022). While formalized
curricula and the traditional school structures have silenced many students, the integration of
dialogue within the classroom empowers students to revise and reshape their perceptions and
understanding of the world around them, and to take action to transform current and future
realities (Wrenn, et al., 2018). Arguably, the ethical and platonic purpose of the classroom is to
develop students’ ability to enter into authentic dialogue and praxis.
Metacognition
While students gain transferable skills, develop empathy, and construct a more
comprehensive understanding of a given text through dialogue, they must also be able to selfmonitor their intellectual progress to maintain those social and academic implications.
Metacognition is a learning strategy that “involves thinking about or knowledge of the learning
process, planning for learning, monitoring learning while it is taking place, or self-evaluation of
learning after the task has been completed” (Rampersad, et al., 2020, p. 4). Often students think
of scholastic information is an acquisition of absolute facts gained from the teacher; however,
students must understand that knowledge is actually earned through proactive intellectual
inquiry and monitoring (Wiggins, et al., 2011). Key inferences, leading to nuanced
understanding and comprehension, “are not found in the text, but in the thinking learner’s mind”
(Wiggins, et al., 2011, p. 108). When units are framed around inquiries, students are perpetually
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confronted with challenges and questions, in which they must become adept at tapping into
prior learning, creating points of connection, and asking further inquiry based and selfmonitoring questions to complete understanding (Wiggins, et al., 2011). Literature is not
assigned so students can prove their ability to memorize names and events within the story, but
instead to help students form greater understandings of the human condition and timeless and
meaningful inquiries. This requires teachers to frame units with final tasks, or assessments, that
are assigned in advance, that facilitate proactive meaning-making and transfer from the student
throughout the literature study (Wiggins, et al., 2011). Units designed to require reflection, and
therefore, metacognition, students become aware of the knowledge they have gained, make a
judgement of the accuracy of their comprehension of that knowledge, and then transfer their
understanding to assigned and, more importantly, real-world tasks (Israel, et al., 2005).
Summary
While secondary students often show proficiency in the autonomous model of reading,
decoding and denotatively recognizing the words in a given text, they also often lack the
appropriate schema to engage with and fully comprehend the literature (Alvermann, 2008).
However, teachers can mitigate this problem through an instructional framework that bridges the
schematic gap, through the transactional nature of dialogic inquiry between peers, mentors, and
texts (Spirovska, 2019).
To begin, teachers are responsible for implementing a culturally relevant pedagogy to
first recognize the cultural and historical schema students are bringing to a given text, and then
provide the necessary prior knowledge to engage and involve all students in the literature
(Dong, 2017). From this beginning and targeted point, the teacher’s role is then decentralized
from knowledge authority to learning guide, as student choice becomes a crucial aspect to
building intrinsic motivation and engagement (Wolpert-Gawron, 2018). Through choice, students
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gain agency over their education, and build transferable skills that are beyond simply academic
(Wolpert-Gawron, 2018). To do so requires the inclusion of inquiry. An inquiry driven classroom
builds off of student choice, and integrates problem solving skills with the intended literacy skills
(Coffman, 2013). Socially, students are able to work together to ask questions, read information
and content, discover new ideas, build knowledge and schema, and develop a more nuanced
understanding of the literature and the cultural, historical, and social elements that may have
impacted it (Coffman, 2013). To help facilitate a classroom based in choice and inquiry,
essential questions are a way for the teacher to help guide students in a specific thematic
direction. Essential questions provide transparency and focus, while promoting inquiry,
questioning, and active engagement in the learning process (Wiggens, et al., 2011).
Through the instructional framework of choice, inquiry, and questioning, materials must
also be present to promote these opportunities. Literacy can no longer be understood through a
singular definition, but instead must be expanded in the classroom to fit the growing modes and
methods of communication in a globalizing world (Alvermann, 2008). Communication, and
therefore a more current definition of literacy includes, “visual, oral, gestural, linguistic, musical,
kinesthetic, and digital” components (Alvermann, 2008, p. 17). Facilitating student inquiry, study,
and analysis of the multiplicity of literacy will better engage the diverse populations within the
classroom and the students’ abilities to communicate outside of it (Alvermann, 2008). A diverse
and well organized class library is one way to expand literacy opportunities to students. It
creates a visual model that promotes independent inquiry (Henderson, et al., 2020). The class
library is also another means for cultural responsiveness, as it should evolve and reflect the
racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity of a classroom (Henderson, et al., 2020), creating literary
mirrors, windows, and sliding doors supporting and building student schema (Bishop, 1990).
These instructional components and classroom organization facilitate the sociocultural
and dynamic relationship between students and texts through dialogue. Allowing framed choice
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and inquiry, in accordance with the multiplicity of literacy, students work together to dialogue
their understandings of the text and the world, reflect on others’ experiences and views, and
transfer their new understandings and nuanced comprehension of the literature to illicit change
through praxis (Freire, 2001). Within the classroom structure, students practice literacy skills of
speaking with the inclusion of evidence and justification, actively and respectfully listening, and
developing empathy and openness to differing experiences and opinion, which ideally leads to
students developing sociomorally and transferring those skills into society to create change and
transformation (Gasser, et al., 2022). For students to be able to develop and transfer the skills
for authentic dialogue and praxis, they must also be able to self—monitor their progress through
the understanding metacognition. While traditionally, school was viewed as an institution to
acquire of absolute facts from the centralized teacher, through this modern framework aimed at
student agency and dialogue, the process of learning must also be taught to more effectively
impact the transfer of those skills into adulthood (Wiggins, et al., 2011). By teaching students
the role of metacognition, they are able to recognize the learning process, plan for the upcoming
learning, self-monitor during the learning process, and self-evaluate their learning after the
experience (Rampersad, et al., 2020). Helping students grow the ability to reflect on the process
of their learning, and make judgements on the accuracy of their comprehension of the
knowledge, helps create lifelong learners, questioners, and active and engaged citizens (Israel,
et al., 2005).
Conclusion
While considering Freire’s (2000) moral argument for building inclusivity within the
classroom to facilitate praxis, and therefore transformation within society, teachers must
strategically implement an instructional framework to increase engagement, facilitate
multiliteracy comprehension, and create lifelong learners and questioners. That framework
requires cultural responsiveness through the building of prior knowledge, facilitating
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opportunities for choice and inquiry through guiding essential questions, utilizing multiple
literacies, and creating mirrors, windows, and sliding doors with a class library. This framework
creates a social and dialogic structure based in metacognitive skills that students can transfer
into society to illicit change and transformation. The project description and resources that follow
will implement this instructional framework within a secondary ELA unit based on the novel, The
Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Problem Statement
Currently, at the secondary level, many students are struggling to engage with the often
Anglicized canon of literature found in American high schools due to two significant problems:
(1) a lack of culturally relevant pedagogy and cultural responsiveness, and (2) a lack of
historical, social, and cultural schema (Dong, 2017; O’Brien et al., 2008). Teachers have long
adhered to the narrowly defined autonomous model of literacy to gage a student’s reading
proficiency by their ability to recognize and decode words (Alvermann, 2008). However,
especially at the secondary level, the simple task of decoding language does not and cannot
translate into a student’s actual ability to engage with and comprehend the nuances of a text.
This is predominately due, according to the ideological model of literacy, to their lack of
historical, social, and cultural background knowledge essential to comprehending the larger
purpose and context of a given text, and therefore, learning from it, engaging with it, and being
able transfer their new understanding into future social and academic experiences (O’Brien et
al., 2008; Wiggins, et al., 2011).
This project will outline a secondary ELA unit based on the novel, The Kite Runner, by
Khaled Hosseini. The unit will implement an instructional framework to first provide students
with necessary linguistic, historical, and cultural background knowledge to engage with multiple
literacies including the larger novel, with an emphasis of choice and inquiry through the use of
essential questions and access to additional resources within a class library. This framework will
facilitate student praxis through the demonstration of dialogic and metacognitive skills through
written and visual formative and summative assessments, which will be used to evaluate the
project effectiveness coinciding with student engagement and comprehension of the text and
transferable skills. The project will close with a reflection of the results of the unit, with intended
revisions for future use and implementation, drawn from research presented in prior chapters.
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Components
This project will provide an overview of a specific novel study using The Kite Runner, by
Khaled Hosseini, to implement the instructional framework to improve student engagement,
comprehension, dialogic, and metacognitive skills outlined in the previous chapter. The first
piece included in the project is the overall unit plan, outlining the scaffolded, daily activities and
assignments following that instructional framework (Appendix A). The unit plan provides a
concise fifteen-day guide for implementing the dialogically and reflectively based novel study,
which will then be discussed more specifically within the following sections and appendices.
This unit begins with five days dedicated to hooking students, and building prior
knowledge. Specifically, a slideshow and lecture (Appendix B), utilized over a two-day period,
provides linguistic, historical, and cultural information. The first day of the lecture introduces
students to the historical background of the Arab conquests, the linguistic roots and history of
the Arabic language, and its relationship to the religion of Islam and the belief and practice of
mysticism and Sufism. The second day of the lecture becomes more specifically tied to the
novel, The Kite Runner, by providing prior knowledge about the history of Afghanistan, the
languages spoken within the country, and the ethnic and political groups found within the region.
Throughout the unit students will be using multiple genres and literacies to continue building
context and relevance of the lecture and slideshow.
Frank Smith (2012) explains that “our ability to make sense of the world, like our ability
to remember events, to act appropriately, and to predict the future, is determined by the
complexity of the knowledge we already possess” (p. 22). Context and comprehension are
directly related. Students comprehend language through their background and prior knowledge,
whether that be through reading previous texts, personal experiences, or explicit instruction.
Comprehension is therefore compromised when students do not have the appropriate
background knowledge or context to fully engage with the content or vocabulary of a text
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(Smith, 2012). At the beginning and throughout the unit there will be explicit teaching of
historical, cultural, and linguistic background relevant to The Kite Runner, and the students will
be asked to read expository and narrative texts to further their own contextual understanding of
the topics, questions, and novel emphasizing choice and inquiry.
To continue building prior knowledge, while moving away from direct lecture and
decentralizing the teacher (Wolpert-Gawron, 2018), students will have opportunities to choose
and explore topics of their interest related to ideas around mysticism, the history and culture of
Afghanistan, and the novel itself. One of the most famous and influential Persian poets, Rumi, is
referenced within The Kite Runner and his multi-chapter poem, “Masnavi,” is studied by the
protagonist. To integrate choice, and allow students to contextualize the culturally significant
poetry found in the novel, they will work together to create a visual analysis (Appendix C) of a
stand-alone Rumi poem or a chapter of the “Masnavi” of their choosing.
Additionally, the novel also deals with modern political issues in Afghanistan. To help
supplement the students’ knowledge of the Taliban, they will be provided a list of current news
articles dealing with regime change, power, women’s rights, and historical relics. From that list,
which is included in the resource page of this project (Appendix D), they will be given the
opportunity to peruse and read the topics of their interests. The time set aside for this
assignment is meant to allow students choice and inquiry. The knowledge they gain from this
session will grow their schema, contextualize the events within the novel, and build their
connections, which can be discussed during the Socratic seminars. The independence of this
activity will help students develop procedural and social skills while differentiating their learning
through the question based approach of inquiry (Abrams, 2008).
Choice and inquiry will then be supported through the use of essential questions to help
thematically guide students’ reading of The Kite Runner. They will be provided with four
questions (Appendix A): (1) How do authors use the resources of language to impact the
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audience? (2) What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between people? (3) How
does an individual’s response to injustice reveal their morals, ethics, and values? (4) How do
people find redemption? Does redemption require forgivingness? Students will be asked to
choose and focus on one essential question to explore, discuss, and answer through reading
notes (Appendix E), Socratic seminars (Appendix F), and a final project (Appendix G). The use
of essential questions will help focus the purpose of the unit, while promoting choice, inquiry,
interdisciplinary connections, and differentiation (McTighe, 2013).
Furthermore, to support building prior knowledge through choice and inquiry, while
creating direction through essential questions, students also need access to multiple literacies,
even within the singular novel study. Communication modes are expanding and digitizing, and
students need access to especially visual literacies to help recognize and interpret meaning
through words, images, sounds, gestures, beliefs, clothing, et cetera (Alvermann, 2008). By
integrating opportunities to engage with multiple literacies, prior knowledge and analytical skills
are gown in relation to the larger novel. While studying and interpreting the practices of
mysticism and Sufism, students will be using the music video, “Territory,” by The Blaze
(Appendix D) to analyze the visual rhetoric within the video. During the next class period
(Appendix A), students will read an interview with the modern, Arabic poet, Adonis “If We Can
Change the World We Also Change Its Meaning,” by Erkut Tokman (Appendix D). They will use
that interview to further understand the ideas of mysticism and Sufism to discuss the poet’s
philosophy of life and purpose of writing. They will then transfer that understanding to read,
analyze, and discuss Adonis’ poem, “Iram the Many-Columned” (Appendix D). Finally, to finish
the study of mysticism, and continue the social practice of discussing literacy, students will read
“The Conjurer Made off with the Dish” by Naguib Mahfouz, and enter into their first graded
Socratic Seminar (Appendix F).
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The extension opportunity of a class library is another way to offer choice and inquiry
through multiple literacies. Especially, when studying a whole-class novel that does not fit the
typical Western European canon, students need culturally relevant material to support their
schematic growth (Henderson, et al., 2020). A class library must also be organized in a strategic
way to support and appeal to students’ needs, abilities, and interests (Johnson, 2022). While
students regularly have access to the hundreds of alphabetized books in my classroom, I use
an easel to display the specific books culturally, historically, and thematically relevant to the
current unit, and I take time to advertise and discuss the available titles. In the case of The Kite
Runner, additional books may include: Born Under a Million Shadows by Andrea Busfield, A
Good Country by Laleh Kkadivi, The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai, The Namesake by
Jhumpa Lahiri, The Space Between Us by Thrity N. Umrigar, The Swallows of Kabul by
Yasmina Khadra, and A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini.
While personal choice and inquiry are essential to learning, people truly discover their
humanity, morality, and connection to the world through their interaction with it through dialogue
with others (Roberts, 1998). So while students will be provided with prior knowledge, given
consistent opportunities for choice and inquiry, and interact with multiple literacies, the majority
of this unit is based on dialogue using Socratic seminars. The book will be split into three
sections, in which students will be required to complete a single-page note sheet for each of the
three seminars to focus on a specific essential question and collect evidence to support their
findings (Appendix E). This note sheet will help support their contribution during the Socratic
seminar. Students will be given clear norms outlining the social rules for dialoguing, actively
listening, and maintaining respect, along with the graded rules of being prepared, accurate, and
original with their contributions (Appendix F).
Connected to the Socratic seminars, and the dialogic skills, students will practice their
metacognitive skills through reflection. After each Socratic seminar students will be asked to
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reflect on the discussion and their contribution to it through 5 questions (Appendix H): (1) What
was the most impactful comment or question you brought to the class discussion? (2) How did
another peer respond to it? (3) What comment or question did another peer make during the
discussion that created a new understanding or question for you? (4) How did you, or how
would you respond to that comment or question? (5) What can you do to improve your
preparation of participation or the next seminar? These questions are meant to help students
reflect on their learning, plan for their future reading/learning, and self-evaluate their
understanding (Rampersad, et al., 2020). This reflective process will compound and contribute
to their final summative assessment in which they will create a visual display answering one of
the essential questions symbolically, while including a concise, narrative explanation of how
they arrived at that conclusion (Appendix G). This final project will be displayed for other
students to evaluate through a gallery walk and questionnaire asking peers to reflect on the
visual symbols used to answer the essential question (Appendix I).
Implementation
This project is designed to be implemented in my honors English 11 world literature
course. However, while this unit specifically outlines an instructional framework for a novel study
over The Kite Runner, the intention is to implement the same structure for any unit of study. This
framework is meant to create an environment of dialogic inquiry, based on social interaction,
with a decentralized teacher, promoting student agency over their learning. The unit includes
teacher provided prior knowledge and extension resources through a class library, but continues
with student facilitated choice, inquiry, dialogue, and metacognition.
Evaluation
There will be several formative assessments built into the unit of study, including
informal small and whole group discussions over the study of mysticism and Sufism through
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multiple literacy opportunities of music, interviews, poetry, and short stories. Formally, students
will be formatively evaluated through the one-page reading notes, assigned for each of the three
sections of reading, assessing their ability to find author’s purpose, main ideas, supporting
evidence, difficult vocabulary, connections, and reflect on one of the thematically based
essential questions (Appendix E). These notes will support the three subsequent Socratic
seminars, which assess the students’ ability to listen actively, respond appropriately and
respectfully, and support their claims with evidence (Appendix F). After each seminar, students
will then formatively assess themselves through a seminar reflection in which they will
metacognitively determine their contribution to the seminar, respond, in writing to a point they
may not have been able or willing to respond to publicly, and make a plan for growth and
improvement for the following seminar (Appendix H).
The summative assessments will evaluate the students’ ability to synthesize the
information they gained through the entirety of the unit and seminars in a visual and written
reflection (Appendix G). They will create a kite, a motif found within the novel, to act as a vehicle
for a visual reflection answering one of the essential questions they chose to focus on during the
unit. They will then include a concise, written reflection showing the process of answering the
question, in a narrative style, which includes evidence from The Kite Runner, evidence from
relevant outside sources, and evidence/connections from the Socratic seminars. This is meant
to be a differentiated assessment evaluating their ability to determine a theme, visually
represent it, integrate evidence from multiple sources, and reflect on their learning process.
Finally, their kites will be displayed, and peers will reflect on and evaluate each other’s
responses to the essential questions through a gallery walk and questionnaire (Appendix I). This
is a final chance for students to explore their thematic and symbolic understandings of the
themes found in The Kite Runner.
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Conclusion
I taught this Kite Runner unit with one of my honors English 11 classes during the final
trimester of the 2021-2022 school year, which resulted in some revisions found in this project.
The promotion of dialogic inquiry throughout the unit led to high student engagement, nuanced
comprehension of the novel, and an ongoing process of collaborative questioning and
hypothesizing by the students throughout the Socratic seminar process. The integration of
multiple literacies allowed students to inquire and investigate the history and culture of
Afghanistan, develop visual rhetorical and analytical skills, and synthesize their understanding in
differentiated ways. However, my initial unit was lacking in two areas. The first was offering
more extension resources through my class library. I was able to compile a list of resources and
novels to support the culture and themes found in The Kite Runner (Appendix D), however,
acquiring those resources will take time. Secondly, through the research of this project, the
emphasis of metacognition was lacking in my first attempt, which was evident through the
students’ summative assessment. Students were clearly prepared for the Socratic seminars,
were able to actively participate while providing accurate evidence to support their claims, and
ask and answer questions and hypotheses between each other. However, they struggled to
create a narrative reflection explaining their process for answering an essential question. To be
clear, they could visually and verbally answer their chosen question, but found it difficult to
verbalize how they got to that point. The self-monitoring was lacking because I neglected to ask
them to practice the skill throughout the unit, in writing, therefore compiling their thoughts,
before that final task. I assumed they would keep track of their process by simply understanding
the requirements of the final project ahead of time, but learned that the metacognitive portion of
the project was the most abstract and difficult without proper scaffolding.
Overall, developing an instructional framework encouraging dialogic inquiry while
building culturally relevant prior knowledge has facilitated student engagement and nuanced
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comprehension of difficult and diverse literature. Allowing students to take agency over their
learning through choice and inquiry, while guided by essential questions relevant to modern
society, creates an environment in which students are leaving with transferable communication
skills, and the intrinsic motivation to learn and reflect on their understanding, their place, and
their responsibility within the world.
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Unit Outline
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The Kite Runner Novel Study
Summary:
This is a fifteen-day unit plan, designed for an honors English 11 world literature course,
based on the novel, The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini. The unit will implement an
instructional framework to first provide students with necessary linguistic, historical, and cultural
background knowledge to engage with multiple literacies including the larger novel, with an
emphasis of choice and inquiry through the use of essential questions and access to additional
resources within a class library. This framework will facilitate student praxis through the
demonstration of dialogic and metacognitive skills through written and visual formative and
summative assessments, which will be used to evaluate student proficiencies, engagement, and
comprehension of the text and transferable skills.
Objectives:
Students will understand [that]:
 Language reflects culture.
 Religious, political, cultural, physical, and socio-economic factors can create imbalances
of power between people.
 Ethics and morals transcend region and culture.
 An individual’s personal and often impulsive responses to injustices can cause guilt and
regret, while creating an opportunity for reflection, maturation, and a better
understanding of their own ethics, morals, and values.
 Even ethically driven individuals struggle to deal appropriately with injustices.
 Redemption is found within an individual.
 People need to forgive themselves to find true redemption and happiness.
Students will know:
 How to determine multiple themes of a text, and analyze their development over the
course of the text.
 How to analyze word choice, and notice the cultural impact of the integration of Dari and
Pashto language in an English text.
 How to use context to determine the definition and connotation of unknown or difficult
words.
 How narrative organization can impact themes and create pathos.
 How to use informational texts to better understand complex cultural ideas in a fictional
novel.
 How to promote and engage in civil, democratic discussions.
 How to propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that probe
reasoning and evidence.
 How to respond in a literary discussion by synthesizing comments, claims, and
evidence.
 The definition of irony and how it is used in narrative.
Students will be able to:
 Identify multiple themes through textual evidence.
 Define connotation, and determine the impact of diction and word choice in a
multicultural text.
 Compare multiple texts to better understand complex thematic ideas or cultural
differences.
 Engage in whole class and small group Socratic seminars.
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Synthesize comments, claims, connections, and evidence into a class discussion.
Reflect on their peers’ and their own contribution in a class discussion.
Reflect on their strengths and weaknesses when preparing for, and engaging in a class
discussion.
Synthesize textual evidence (informational and narrative) and dialogic evidence to
evaluate and answer essential questions.
Identify irony, and how it contributes to meaning.
Use textual evidence and close reading techniques to create characterizations.

Essential Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do authors use the resources of language to impact the audience?
What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between people?
How does an individual’s response to injustice reveal their morals, ethics, and values?
How do people find redemption? Does redemption require forgiveness?

Unit Outline
Day 1:





Begin building prior knowledge through the slideshow notes
o Arabic language
o Islam
o Mysticism and Sufism
Watch the music video, “Territory” by The Blaze
o Visually analyze the video through the lens of mysticism
Assign reading and discussion: “If We Change the World We Also Change Its Meaning”:
An Interview with Syrian Poet Adonis, by Erkut Tokman
o Considering mysticism and Sufism, what is Adonis’ philosophy of life and his
purpose for writing?

Day 2:





Informal class discussion over the Adonis interview, focusing on the assigned lens and
question.
Students work together to read and analyze the poem, “Iram the Many-Columned” by
Adonis, in the lens of Mysticism and Sufism answering three questions
o What is the narrator fleeing from?
o Where is the narrator fleeing to?
o What does the narrator discover?
As a class discuss the poem and the assigned questions.

Day 3


Finish building prior knowledge through the slideshow notes
o History of Afghanistan
o Ethnic and political groups in Afghanistan



Assign The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini with essential questions and reading notes
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o
o
o



How do authors use the resources of language to impact the audience?
What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between people?
How does an individual’s response to injustice reveal their morals, ethics, and
values?
o How do people find redemption? Does redemption require forgiveness?
Discuss and assign summative assessment: Visual Reflection

Day 4




Independently read “The Conjurer Made Off with the Dish” by Naguib Mahfouz
Annotate through the lens of Mysticism to participate in a Socratic Seminar
Discuss Socratic Seminar norms

Day 5



Review Socratic Seminar norms
Socratic Seminar over “The Conjurer Made Off with the Dish” by Naguib Mahfouz

Day 6


Independent reading time for Ch. 1-10 of The Kite Runner and to complete reading
notes

Day 7



Ch. 1-10 Discussion of The Kite Runner
Time to work on discussion reflection

Day 8


Small group visual poetry analysis for Rumi

Day 9



Informal discussion and presentation of visual poetry analysis
Independent reading time for Ch. 11-17 of The Kite Runner and to complete reading
notes

Day 10



Ch. 11-17 Discussion of The Kite Runner
Time to work on discussion reflection

Day 11



Expository inquiry of the Taliban
Independent reading time for Ch. 18-25 of The Kite Runner and to complete reading
notes

Day 12



Ch. 18-25 Discussion of The Kite Runner
Time to work on discussion reflection
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Day 13-14


Review and work on the summative assessment: Visual Reflection

Day 15


Gallery walk and reflection of visual reflections

Created by Alicia Wells, 2022
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Appendix B:
Building Prior Knowledge
Includes:
Slideshow
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Appendix C:
Formative Assessment
Includes:
Visual Poetry Analysis
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Visual Poetry Analysis
Rumi was a 13th century Persian poet, who is famous for his writings on Sufi mysticism.
Sufism, mystical Islamic belief and practice in which Muslims seek to find the truth of divine
love and knowledge through direct personal experience of God.
In the Kite Runner, Amir studies Rumi's Masnavi, which is a multi-chapter poem, and one of
the most influential works of Sufism and one of the world's greatest literary achievements.
Attached is Masnavi, as well as a website with other poems by Rumi. You are to choose one
poem, or section from Masnavi, place the text on a page, and create a visual background to
symbolize the Sufi mystical meaning.
The Masnavi. (n.d.). Dar-al-Masnavi. Retrieved July 7, 2022, from https://www.dar-almasnavi.org/masnavi.html
Poems by Rumi · Rumi - Rumi quotes and Rumi Poems. (n.d.). Rumi. Retrieved July 7, 2022,
from https://www.rumi.org.uk/poems/#TheTrueSufi

Created by Alicia Wells, 2022
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Appendix D:
Building Prior Knowledge
Includes:
Resources
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Appendix E:
Formative Assessment
Includes:
Reading Notes
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The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini
Author’s Purpose:
Main Ideas:

Language: 3 examples, with page and paragraph #s, of the author’s use of language that stands out. (Thematic elements/Creative
language/diction and word choice)

1)

2)

3)
Vocabulary: What words or phrases are necessary to define in order to understand the main ideas?
1)
2)
3)
Questions/comments/connections:

Choose one essential question to reflect on:

1.
2.
3.
4.

How do authors use the resources of language to impact the audience?
What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between people?
How does an individual’s response to injustice reveal his/her morals, ethics, and values?
How do people find redemption? Does redemption require forgiveness?

Created by Alicia Wells, 2022
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Formative Assessment
Includes:
Socratic Seminar Norms
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Socratic Seminar Norms
Social Rules
1. Be Respectful
2. Be Prepared (Read the assigned materials ahead of time).
3. Be Accurate (Do the preparatory work ahead of time, so you can accurately reference
and cite the text).
4. Raise your hand, and only speak when you are called on.
5. Acknowledge the pervious speaker’s point before adding on, disagreeing, or changing
the subject.
6. Peers call on peers – You must call on those who have not spoken before calling on
those who have.
Graded Rules
1. You must make specific and accurate textual references
2. You must make an original comment or question
3. You must respond to the previous statement, before making our response.
4. If you miss a discussion, you are to write a one-page reflection focusing on an essential
question, and integrate textual evidence.

Created by Alicia Wells, 2022
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Appendix G:
Summative Assessment
Includes:
Visual Reflection and Rubric
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Visual Reflection
As the kite is clearly an important motif and symbol within the novel, we are going to use this as
a vehicle for a reflection regarding one of the following essential questions we have discussed
throughout this unit:
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do authors use the resources of language to impact the audience?
What are the factors that create an imbalance of power between people?
How does an individual’s response to injustice reveal his/her morals, ethics, and values?
How do people find redemption? Does redemption require forgiveness?

You are to choose one question to reflect on, and attempt to answer using visual and textual
evidence. You will create a kite that titles and visually symbolizes the answer to your essential
question. Consider how visual rhetoric synthesizes text, font, color, and images to create
meaning.
You will also include a concise, written reflection showing the process of answering the
question, in a narrative style, which includes evidence from The Kite Runner, evidence from
relevant outside sources, and evidence/connections from our Socratic seminars.
Rubric
Author’s Note - ___________/50 pts
Focus/Thesis - There is a focused narrative
discussion answering one essential question. (15 pts)
Evidence - Specific language from the book is
quoted/paraphrased, ideas from the socratic
seminars are referenced, and/or personal
connections are made. Each piece of evidence is
contextually and analytically framed. (25 pts)
Grammar - The reflection is written in a casual and
narrative style, and there are few or no grammatical
errors. (10 pts)

Physical Display - _________/50 pts
Design - Visual rhetoric is considered. There is an
effective synthesis of words, and images. Design
and set up is creative and well thought out. Project is
colorful and visually interesting. (25 pts)
Symbolism - The display clearly embodies the
essential question in connection to the novel. (25
pts)
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Appendix H:
Formative Assessment
Includes:
Discussion Reflection
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Seminar Reflection

1. What was the most impactful comment or question you brought to the discussion?

2. How did another peer respond to it?

3. What comment or question did another peer make during the discussion that created a
new understanding or question for you?

4. How did you, or how would you respond to that comment or question?

5. What can you do to improve your preparation or participation for the next seminar?
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Appendix I:
Summative Assessment
Includes:
Gallery Walk Reflection
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Gallery Walk Reflection
Kite Owner’s Name:

1. What essential question is being answered?

2. What is the strongest or most impactful visual symbol on the kite?

3. In a concise sentence, what is the Kite’s answer to the essential question?
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